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Where is the future 
in wireless?
One of the more interesting market applica-
tions at the moment is in WLANs. An unusu-
ally large number of companies are betting
on a piece of this multi-million dollar 
market. The trouble is the way things are
shaping up no one will be making a fortune
out of it. The business has seen some
remarkable changes and not just in the
price/performance of the highly sophisti-
cated chip products involved. Roy Szweda,
Associate Editor
On the business side the market leader has
apparently quit. Intersil, the US analog chip
maker had held a commanding position with
around 50% of the WLAN chip market, but
decided to sell its Wireless Networking Product
Group (WNPG) and quit while ahead to become
a pure-play analog IC manufacturer. Intersil
has, say some industry observers, become the
first major casualty of what is already a crowd-
ed WLAN chip market. 
Meanwhile, Intel is pushing very hard to make
sure its Centrino is the preferred solution. Intel
has its own agenda because it looks as if it is
selling WiFi so as to sell notebook processors.
In WLANs time to market is vital before the big
guns from Taiwan wade in and margins shrivel
up. Nevertheless, it could prove necessary for
all to have a degree of outsourcing to SE Asian
chip foundries if they are to compete on at least
equal terms, especially the fabless start-ups
who now rely on Taiwan and may have to shift
to the new China based fabs.
Neither Intersil nor Intel had much interest in III-
Vs, but the WLAN market in some respects con-
tinues to revolve around GaAs and InGaP based
amplifier RFICs. Then there are those who are -
or were - principally GaAs chip vendors but who
are now hoping to make headway in what every-
one hopes will be a high volume and high value-
added business. Some are looking to supply the
amplifier angle, while others acquired silicon
technology because this looked the best route.
Power amps come down to SiGe or GaAs HBT.
More integration likely means that SiGe will edge
out GaAs in due course.
There is another familiar flavour to the WLAN
business - it too features a hefty quota of start-
ups. Most of these are however, fabless where
design IP is king. They therefore have relatively
small overheads. But they are plugged into the
same foundries as their competitors who are all
chasing basically the same market slots. Like we
have already seen with opto the law of averages
suggests that not all will survive a price war.
Some say Intersil saw it coming and got out
before the haemorrhaging started. No doubt oth-
ers must now be reconsidering all their options.
Certainly there is going to be a future in WLANs
and the technology is moving fast, but turning a
profit is becoming less guaranteed. As in so
many areas today prosperity lies in being first
to market with the right product. Once the mar-
ket gets underway so many players will be
around profits will dry up.
WLAN is getting more consumer oriented too,
so it seems better suited to SE Asia. Perhaps
western and Japanese companies will soon
start looking for the next big thing where the
margins are better - UWB anyone?
Already WLAN chip-makers are moving on from
a crowded 2.4 GHz market and on to 5 GHz for
the big future in video streaming. Even though
there is a price war it will be at the low end of
the market and survival will come from having
the right technologies for the next wave. This
will be what is going to distinguish the compet-
itiveness of the players. At the materials level
these include silicon variants such as SiGe
and/or SOI, but in the end the decisive factor
could well be in the RF, the amplifier, being
based on good old III-Vs.
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